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Letter to editor: “Comparisons between the responsibilities and roles of airline
pilots and surgeons”Dear Sir,
Comparisons between the responsibilities and roles of airline
pilots and surgeons are frequently made, particularly with regard
to public-safety. The outspoken boss of Ryanair, Michael O’Leary,
recently claimed that two pilots serve no purpose, and that a stew-
ardess trained to land commercial planes in an emergency could
simply replace the second pilot. O’Leary told Bloomberg Business-
week: “[the] bloody computer [should] ﬂy [the plane]” and “if the
pilot has an emergency, he rings the bell, he calls [the stewardess]
in. and she could take over”.
The statement attracted widespread professional criticism, and
was immediately dismissed by the British Airline Pilots’ Association
(BALPA) as “unwise and unsafe”. However, the public’s response to
O’Leary’s suggestion was particularly ferocious. A Google search of
responses to the article on MSN.com 1 demonstrates not only prac-
tical concerns regarding training of stewardesses, but also a telling
insight into the general public’s perceptions, behaviour, and point-
blank refusal to compromise standards: “I would never ﬂy with this
airline in a million years after hearing this”.1
O’Leary’s proposals to use the “skills mix” within aviation to cut
costs reminded us of the utilisation of Surgical Care Practitioners
(SCPs) in current surgical practice. Correspondingly, there has been
widespread professional debate over the introduction of SCPs,
particularly regarding patient-safety, training, and regulation.2 Yet
thekey issue of thepublic’s perceptionof thenon-medically-qualiﬁed
operating independently has rarely beenmentioned.Wouldpatients
accept a non-medically-qualiﬁed operator any more willingly than
airline passengers would accept a stewardess as a second pilot?
In response to this, we informally surveyed 20 patients who
were being consented for basic surgical procedures as to whether
they would mind being operated upon by a nurse instead of
a doctor. All 20 said they were not aware that nurses were allowed1743-9191/$ – see front matter  2011 Surgical Associates Ltd. Published by Elsevier Ltd
doi:10.1016/j.ijsu.2011.01.001to operate in the NHS in any capacity, and all bar one said they
would refuse an operation by a nurse.
We believe that patients would be dismissive of plans to intro-
duce SCPs. Although we accept that they may be part of a wider
solution to post-EWTD service-provision, we remain concerned
regarding the safety, supervision and training of SCPs, and the
loss of operating experience for surgical trainees. Sacriﬁcing
quality of patient-care and competency of the next generation of
surgical consultants for a “quick and easy ﬁx” to meet capricious
targets, is a false economy. However our opinion is only one side
of the debate. The role of Surgical Care Practitioners is ultimately
meaningless if they are not acceptable to those who actually
use the service. Perhaps the time has come to let the public have
their say?Conﬂict of interest
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